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There are occasions when only a song will do. There are occasions which would not seem complete without a song. So if I happen to start singing during this homily, please sing along with me.
 
If you go to a Durham Bulls baseball game, the evening hardly seems complete until we sing “Take Me Out to the Ball Game.” When we think of the civil rights movement, or go stand in a protest march, we keep waiting until we sing “We Shall Overcome.” 
When we come to church for worship, there is one hymn we sing every Sunday—the Doxology: “Praise God from whom all blessings flow.…” When we come to a crucial service here, perhaps a funeral, we may sing one of the mainstay hymns of the church, like “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound…..” There are times when only a song will do.
 
There are times in our lives when the only thing to do, and the best thing to do, is to sing. We may “sing the blues.” We may “sing because I’m happy.”
Or--- sing because God gave you a song. 
 
In the Bible God often gave songs to the people. In the book of Deuteronomy, when God had something very important to communicate through Moses to Israel, God gave Moses a song. (Read Deuteronomy 31:16-22.) At crucial moments in the biblical stories, a song is often given to convey the force of the moment. After Israel crossed the Red Sea, Miriam joined Moses in a song of deliverance (Exodus 15). Jonah sang a much different song while he was in the belly of the whale (Jonah 2). Mary sang a prophetic song of joy and wonder when she was told she would give birth to Jesus, who would “lift the poor” and bring the “mighty from their thrones.” 
(Luke 1:26-55)
 
When Jesus was brought to the temple as an infant, old Simeon sang a song of fulfillment: “Lord, now let thy servant depart in peace…for my eyes have seen thy salvation…” (Luke 2:29-32) Those who study the letters of Paul have discovered more and more hymns and fragments of hymns that were part of the early Christian church. And of course, we know the rich depths of the Psalms, which were written in the form of song. (Above summary adapted from Michael Hawn.)
 
The Bible is filled with “psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs.” Today we continue to sing hymns in this great tradition. These hymns express emotion, faith, hope and challenge. Hymns serve various purposes. Today I mention only two of those purposes. First, our hymns praise God for the gift of life, the gift of this moment, the gift of God’s love and grace. There are many examples of these hymns, but I want to invite us to sing one of them---hymn No. 90: “Come, Christians, Join to Sing.” (Sing first two stanzas.) 
 
The songs in the Bible and in our hymnbook express our praise; but some of our hymns express God’s call for justice and peace. They are prophetic in nature. That is, they are not intended just to please us, they don’t keep us in our comfortable pews; but these hymns challenge us join God in working to work for a world of justice and peace—God’s world, God’s reign, God’s kingdom. 
 
On various Sundays here, we may sing our favorite hymns; but we also sing hymns that may not be our favorites, just as the choir sing some anthems that they may like a lot and some they may like only a little. But we sing a great variety. Why? Because they stretch our faith; they challenge us to move out of our comfort zone to a new level of commitment and action. They work on our faith and conscience. One example of these hymns is No. 724: “O God of Earth and Altar.” (Sing all three stanzas.)
 
This week in Durham a teen-ager, Kayla Radack, was killed in an automobile accident. She was 16 years old, a student at Riverside High. It was only a month ago that another student, Matt West, was killed in an auto accident. Our young people and many parents have gone through agonizing grief and loss. At times like this we look to our faith to sustain us. We look to Scripture; and we turn to sing, because we know that there are times when only a song will do.
 
There is a Hasidic teaching in Judaism that speaks of three ascending levels of grief: the lowest is with tears; the next is with silence; the highest level of grief is with a song. We sing the pain; we sing through the pain. We sing to affirm our faith, to affirm our trust in God who sustains us through every circumstance of our life. So today we come here to sing our faith, to sing our trust. Even if you’re not a good singer, sing anyway. Sing with fervor and longing. As St. Augustine said, when you sing, you pray twice---with words and melody.
 
This year marks the 300th birthday anniversary of John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist Church. Wesley wrote the delightful “Directions for Singing Hymns” found on the cover of today’s worship bulletin. Wesley also wrote some hymns; but Larry and Tom tell me Wesley’s brother Charles wrote 6000 hymns. (He was productive!) One of the most familiar of all these is “O for a Thousand Tongues to Sing.” (No. 5) Let’s conclude this reflection by singing that hymn.
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